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Virgin coconut oil has been .
getting a bad rap for a long
time but perceptions are
now changing as new
research paints it in a
positive light.
By SANDRA LOW
star2@lthestar.com.my
WALK intoanysupermarketandyou'll
probablyfindawidearrayofcook-
ingoilsavailableontheshelves,both
locallyproducedandimportedones.
However,virgincoconutoil (vco)and
cococutoil are.visiblymissingfromthedis-
play,whichseemssurprising,considering
howcoconutreesareeasilyfoundin atropi-
calcountrylikeMalaysia.
Whydoesn'tvcoenjoythesamereputation
asolive,sunflowerorcornoils?ProfDatuk
DrYaakobCheMan,directoroftheHalaI
ProductsResearchInstituteatUniversitiPutra
Malaysiain Serdang,Selangor.saysthatthe
marketingofvcocouldbeimproved.
"It is mostlyavailableatthelocaljamu
dealers'or shops,andrarelyin pharma-
cies.Themarketseemstoconcentrateon
theMalaysratherthanonallraces.Forthe
Indians,coconutoil is traditionallyusedasa
hairtonicandmassageoil,"saysProfYaakob.
In thelate90s,ProfYaakobconductedvari-
ousresearchesoncoconutoil.Hehaswritten
aboutit inaninternationaljournal,Trends In
Food Sdence And Technology, andhiscontribu-
tionwasselectedasoneofthetop25hottest
articlesin2009.It is aninternationalpeer-
reviewedjournalwhichpublishescritical
reviewsandviewpointsoncurrenttechnol-
ogy,foodscienceandhumannutrition.
"Thekeyfindingsarethatcoconutoiland
vcocontainmediumchainfattyacids(MCFA),
andarehighin lauricacid.Thehuman
bodyconvertslauricacidintomonolaurin
which,likeMCFA,hasmanyhealthbenefits,"
explainsProfYaakob.
Hebelievesthereisapropagandawar
wagedbysoybeanandcornoil producing
countriesoncoconutoil,givingthelatter
abadreputation.Coconutoilwasdeemed
unhealthyasit isrichinsaturatedfats.
ProfYaakobexplainsthatunlikesoybean
andcornoil,coconutoilandvco
cancontributetoweightloss
becauseoftheMCFA
whichcanincreasemetabolismrate. pc
"Weshouldchangepeople'smindsethat s~
coconutoil isbadandcanraisecholesterol be
levels.Firstofall,MCFA(whichmakesup60% pI
of thetotalfattyacidsinvcoandcoconutoil) p'
is easytodigestandgoestotheliverdirectly el
afterbeingabsorbed,"hesays. al
"Itdoesnotrequirea lotofenzymesfor hi
fatbreakdownandbypassesthenormalfat
breakdownsystem. Y,
Othertypesoffatsgothroughmultiple V\
enzymaticbreakdowns,andbecomelipopro- el
teins,whicharemoleculesmadeofproteins
andfat.Theseareabsorbedfromtheintesti- CI
nalwallintothebloodstreamandcirculated a
throughouthebody.Thesefatscandeposit d
atthearterialwall,andcauseheartandvas- n
cularproblems. a
"However,MCFAisdirectlyburntoffas
energywhenit arrivesattheliver.Thishelps s
p
peoplewiththeirmetabolicanddigestive
systems,especiallythosewithinflammatory
boweldiseaseandcysticfibrosis,asit helps
provideenergyandnutrition.It canalsobe
partoftheingredientsofparenteraland .
enteralnutrition,asMCFAis easilydigested
andhelpfulforpatientnutritioninhospitals,"
hesays.
Otherbenefitsofvco,accordingtoProf
Yaakob,includesusingvcoasahairtonic,
whichisthoughtopreventhairlossand
enhancehairhealth.
It isusedinmanytopicalformulationsin
cosmetics,includingcreamsandlipsticks,
andasanaromatherapyoil.It canbeapplied
directlytotheskintocombatdry,itchyskin,
mildeczemandpreventstretchmarksif
appliedduringpregnancy.
Hesaysthatvcois usuallysoldasahealth
supplement,inwhichthemonolaurincom-
ponenthasantibacterialndantiviralactions,
whichcancleanseyourdigestivesystemfrom
badbacteria.
In thePhilippines,it isusedasasalad
dressing,similartohowpeopleusevirgin
oliveoil."Vcoisfarmoreexpensivethan
virginoliveoil,thereforecookingwithvco
is noteconomical,butit ispossible.Butit
defeatsthepurposeofusingvcoasasource
ofantioxidantsandvitaminsasthesewill be
destroyedinhighheat,"heexplains.
Whatisthedifferencebetweencoconut
oil andvco?ProfYaakobsaysit liesin the
processingmethodandqualityoftheraw
material.
Forvco,onlyfreshcoconutfleshis used,
andit is eitherdriedundercontrolledlow
temperatureandenvironmel)t,orfreshcoco-
nutmilkisusedtoextractheoil.
Headdsthatvcodoesnotgothroughthe
samerefining,bleachinganddeodorising
process(whichusesa lotofchemicalsand
couldcontributetothelossofvitaminsand
ProfYaakobexplainsthatunlikesoybeanandcorn
oil,coconutoilcancontributeoweightloss.
antioxidants)asthenormalcoconutoilgoes
through.
ThemainexportersofvcoareIndiaand
Philippines,andwhileMalaysiadoesnot
growalotof coconuts,it isgarneringatten-
tionandvcois beginingtotake.offhere,Prof
Yaakobobserved.
"It takessixmonthsforacoconutfruitto
matureandbecauseourproductionisvery
low,weimportvcofromthesetwocoun-
tries,"hesays.
Theproducthasanexceptionallyhighshelf
lifeduetoitsstability(asitgoesthrough
stricthygienicprocessingmethodandno
preservativesareused)andthepresenceof
antioxidants.
"Evenafterthreeyears,it rarelyshows
signsofrancidity,aslongasit is keptwell
andoutofdirectsunlight.Whenbuyingvco,
makesurethatthecontentof saturatedfats
isabout90%ofthetotalfatsandcheckthe
expirydate.If abottleofvcohasstartedto
solidifyandthesurroundingtemperatureis
below25°(,youcanputit intoatubofwater
. tomeltit,"headvised.
Thecomponentmonolaurinisalsothought
tobeableto fightHIV,hesays,butmore
researchandclinicaltrialshavetobecon-
ducted.
Sincevcohasnowgainedworldwiderec-
ognitionandacceptance,ProfYaakobhopes
thatMalaysianswill warmuptovcotoenjoy
itsmanybenefits.
"Thegovernmenthasbeenactiveinpro-
motingvcolocallyandabroad,butit should
bepromotedmoreaggressively,"hecon-
cludes.
ow goodis it? Coconutoilhasmanybenefitsandattributes.
Keyfacts
<VIRGINcoconutoil (vco)is extracted
fromthecoconutmeator kernel.and
madeup of fattyacids,thebasiccompo-
nentofall oils..
< Fattyacidsaredividedintoshort,
mediumandlongchain,andmakeupthe
triglycerides.
<Fattyacidscomein manyforms,and
invco,it is predominantlymadeof lauric
acid(48%).Thebreakdownof lauricacid
in ourbodyproducesmonolaurin,which
is uniquebecauseit hasantibacterial,
antiviralandantiprotozoalproperties.
<Monolaurinis alsoknowntobepart
ofthecomponentpresentinbreastmilk
thathelpsinbabies'immunesystem.
. <Themediumchainfattyacids(MCFA)
makeupabout60%oftheoil fattyacids.
MCFAis consideredagoodformof fatty
acidsbecauseit is digestedrelatively
easily,andabsorbedirectlyintothe
portalveinandstraightintotheliver,
consequentlyburntoffasenergy.It is not
depositedasthefattytissueinourbody.
<MCFAalsorequireslessenergyand
effortto breakdown,whichmeansless
workforourpancreasanddigestivesys-
tems.
• Courtesyof ProfessorDatuk Dr Yaakob
Bin (he Man, directorof theHalal
ProductsResearchInstitute at Universiti
Putra Malaysia)
Virgin coconut oil is loaded with antioxidants
which are said to strengthen your immune system.
